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In late January, the French government plans to ship some 30 tons of highly radioactive nuclear
waste through the Panama Canal en route to Japan. Environmental organizations, led by
Greenpeace, are mounting international protests to stop the shipment because of the catastrophic
affect on the region in case of an accident.
Since the early 1990s, the French and Japanese governments have attempted on various occasions
to ship nuclear waste through the Panama Canal. In 1990, Japan signed an agreement with France
to send reactor fuel from its nuclear power plants for reprocessing in France. In the process, most
plutonium is extracted from the waste for future use in a Japanese breeder reactor, and then both
the plutonium and the spent fuel are shipped back to Japan. However, international opposition has
stopped all previous attempts by those governments to ship waste through the Panama Canal.
Most Caribbean countries have strongly protested against shipments passing through the zone.
Although the Panamanian government has refused to block ships from using the canal, the
opposition by Caribbean governments and environmental organizations has forced the French and
Japanese to use much longer routes around South America and Africa. But the French and Japanese
now appear determined to use the Canal for the latest shipment, both to cut costs and to break the
tabu over the transport of nuclear waste through the Caribbean region. "The French and Japanese
have long wanted to establish a shipping route through the Panama Canal," said Tom Clements,
head of Greenpeace's anti-nuclear campaigns. "The shipment of these materials is dangerous any
way you look at it. It is courting an environmental catastrophe"

Environmental calamity feared in case of shipping accident
The planned shipment, which will leave France Jan. 23 and pass through the Caribbean in early
February, involves 60 containers of highly radioactive spent fuel. Each container holds a half-ton
log of waste solidified or vitrified in glass and then put into a container. All but trace amounts
of plutonium have been removed. But the private Nuclear Control Institute, an anti-nuclear
proliferation watchdog group, says the waste still contains four times the concentration of fission
material in conventional used reactor fuel.
Environmental groups say the risk of an accident is great. About 12,000 ships pass through the
Panama Canal every year, with an average of one accident for every 260 ships, or about 45-50
accidents per year. "It is particularly concerning that they want to use the Panama Canal, because
such a huge amount of maritime traffic passes through that waterway," read a statement by
Greenpeace. "That greatly raises the risk of an accident. If a boat sank, or a fire occurred on board
a ship with nuclear waste, it would cause extremely grave damage to the environment and to the
health of all the inhabitants along the coastal regions where the accident occurred." The planned
shipment was kept confidential until mid- January, when Greenpeace's affiliate in France obtained
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a diplomatic cable sent by the French government in December to the State Department's office of
nuclear energy affairs.
"The next transfer of vitrified nuclear waste must leave France on the 23rd of January on the ship
'Pacific Swan' to return to Japan via the Panama Canal," the cable said, asking that the plans be
held "in confidence." As a result, Greenpeace and the Nuclear Control Institute are lobbying the
US government to prohibit the Pacific Swan from passing through the canal. The US has authority
to block any shipment of weapons-grade plutonium through the canal, but cannot directly block
shipments of nuclear wastes from reprocessing. "It looks like they are looking the other way and
going along," said Paul Leventhal, president of the Nuclear Control Institute. (Sources: Notimex,
01/13/98, 01/14/98; Reuter, 01/14/98; Miami Herald, 01/14/98, 01/16/98; Spanish news service EFE,
01/13/98, 01/15/98, 01/20/98)
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